Assessment of the value of the immediate postoperative chest radiograph after cardiac operation.
The value of the immediate postoperative chest radiograph upon a patient's return to the intensive care unit after a cardiac surgical procedure is uncertain. This study represents a prospective analysis of the immediate postoperative radiograph in 100 consecutive adult patients undergoing cardiac operations. In 11 patients it was found that the routine postoperative radiograph was of value when it was necessary either to clarify or confirm clinical findings or to check the position of an intraaortic balloon catheter. For those chest radiographs that were deemed unnecessary, only one of 89 were found to be of clinical value. Furthermore, in those situations in which an emergency radiograph was obtained, the routine radiograph was not found to be contributory to patient management. We conclude that the policy of obtaining routine, immediate postoperative chest radiographs in the absence of a specific clinical indication provides virtually no additional clinical yield. Residents should therefore request radiographs only to check the position of an intraaortic balloon catheter, and to clarify or confirm a clinical diagnosis.